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Relationship of Social Support and Meaning of Life to Suicidal Thoughts in
Cancer Patients
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Purpose: This study was done to explore the relationship of social support and meaning of life to suicidal thoughts
among patients with cancer. Methods: Data were collected by questionnaires from 138 patients who had been in cancer
treatment at medical clinics and 8 patients who were members of an internet cancer association. The data were collected
between August and November 2009 and analyzed using SPSS 12.0. Results: Of the participants, 47.3% reported hav-
ing had suicidal thoughts and 16.4% had attempted suicide since the diagnosis of cancer. The study participants received
most support from family members, but 73.3% reported experiencing an existential vacuum. The suicide attempt group
had significantly higher scores according to gender, age, level of education, diagnosis, treatment modality, level of activi-
ty, caregiver and social support compare to the suicide thought group. Suicidal thoughts were negatively related to social
support and meaning of life was positively associated with social support. Support from family and friends and diagnosis
explained 50.0% of variance for suicidal thoughts with 36.0% of variance being explained by family support. Conclusion:
Nurses should be able to identify risk factors for suicide in cancer patients. Prevention and intervention efforts need to be
directed toward improving social support, family support in particular, and assisting patients finding meaning in life after a
diagnosis of cancer.
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Table 1. Characteristic of Participants (N=146)
Variables Categories n (%)
Gender Men 51(34.9)
Women 95 (65.1)
Age (yr) <40 12(8.2)
40-49 47 (32.2)
50-59 50 (34.3)
>60 37 (25.3)
Marital status Single (or divorced/widowed) 36 (24.7)
Married (or with a partner) 110 (75.3)
Religion Yes 110 (75.3)
No 36 (24.7)
Level of education <6 29 (19.9)
(yr) 7-12 91 (62.3)
>12 26 (17.8)
Monthly income <100 49 (33.6)
(10,000 won) 100-199 55(37.7)
>200 42 (28.7)
Residence Alone 19 (13.0)
Living with others 127 (87.0)
Diagnosis Liver cancer 57 (39.0)
Breast cancer 89 (61.0)
Diagnosis duration <1 35 (24.0)
(yr) 1-2< 31(21.2)
2-5< 80 (54.8)
Treatment modality Single treatment 68 (46.6)
Multiple treatment 77 (52.7)
Missing 1(0.7)
Level of activity Good/fair 128 (87.7)
Not good, Not bad 12(8.2)
Poor/Bad 6(4.1)
Caregiver Family 116 (79.5)
Care helpers 18 (12.3)
None 12(8.2)

Table 2. Suicidal Thought, Social Support and Meaning of Life

of Participants (N=146)
Variables Categories M=*=SD Fazsicle n (%)
range
Suicidal thought 8.10+3.41 5-20
Social support total 3.13+0.78 1-5
Family support 3.52+0.99 1-5
Friend support 3.13+0.87 1-5
Medical staff support 2.73+0.94 1-5
Meaning of life 84.14+12.94 20-140
Suicide Suicidal thought 69 (47.3)
Suicidal attempt 24 (16.4)
Neither ever 53 (36.3)
Meaning of life ~ Low 92> 107 (73.3)
Middle 92-112 33(22.6)
High 112< 6(4.1)
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Table 3. Comparison of Characteristics between Suicidal Thought

and Suicidal Attempt group (N=146)
Suicide Suicide 2
thought group attempt group o
Variables Cate- (n=69) (n=24) (o)
gories
n (%) or n (%) or
M=SD M=SD
Gender Men 28 (54.9) 15(29.4) 18.17
Women 41 (43.1) 9(9.5) (<.001)
Age (yr) <40 8 (66.7) 3(25.0) 16.45
40-49 16 (34.0) 6(128) (012
50-59 30 (60.0) 5(10.0)
>60 15 (40.5) 10(27.0)
Marital status ~ Single 16 (44.4) 8(22.2) 1.17
Married 53 (48.2) 16 (14.5) (.558)
Religion Yes 47 (42.7) 20(182)  3.72
No 22 (61.1) 4(11.1) (.156)

Educational <6 2 (28.6) 5(71.4) 21.01
term 7-12 18(33.3) 8(9.3) (.007)
(yr) >12 39(459)  11(129)

Monthly <100 25(51.0) 5(102) 1048
income 100-199 27 (49.1)  14(255)  (.106)
(10,000 won) >200 17 (40.1) 5(11.9)

Residence Alone 7(36.8) 4(211) 1228

LWO 62 (48.8) 20 (15.7) (.056)

Diagnosis Liver cancer 31(54.4) 17 (29.8) 22.04

Breast cancer 38 (42.7) 7(7.9) (<.001)

Diagnosis <1 12 (34.3) 4(11.4) 14.21
duration 1-2< 18 (58.1) 8(25.8) (.076)
(yr) 2-5< 39 (48.8) 12 (15.0)

Treatment Single 38 (55.9) 16 (235) 16.77
modality Multiple 30(39.0) 8(10.4) (.010)

Level of Good/Fair 62(484)  18(14.1) 12.34
activity Not good, Not bad 5 (41.7) 2(16.7) (.015)

Poor/Bad 2(33.3) 4(66.7)
Caregiver Family 54 (46.6) 14(121) 2167
Care helpers 9(50.0) 9(50.0) (<.001)
None 6 (50.0) 1(8.3)
Social support 301069 259+0.72 254
(.013)
MOL 81.65+11.42 83.29+11.06 -.61
(.543)
LWO-=Living with others; MOL=Meaning of life.
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Table 4. Correlations between Social Support, Meaning of Life,
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Table 5. The influence of Social Support, Meaning of Life on Sui-

Suicidal Thought (N=146) cidal Thought (N=146)
Variables 1 2 8 4 B B t(p) Adjusted R?
1 Family's 1 Family support -.68 -.20 -2.13(.035) .36

2 Friend’s .70 (<.001) 1 Friend support -1.16 -.27 -3.55 (.001) .05

3 Medical staffs .43 (<.001) .46 (<.001) 1 Diagnosis 2.59 37 5,29 (<.001) .09

4 MOL 27 (.001)  .27(.001)  .20(.014) 1 Re=.50, F=12.60, p=.001

5 ST -.60(<.001) -.56(<.001) -.31(<.001) -.21(.011)

s=Support; MOL=Meaning of life; ST=Suicidal thought.
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